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Caught on camera 
The emergence of shopping malls in Europe, the UK and Australia over the last thirty years 
or so, raises questions about the disruptive effects of such capital intensive developments on 
local area shopping facilities, transport and other infrastructures and the maintenance of 
artificially high prices for goods, whereby the promised greater choice of shops and prices is 
rarely a genuine free market of competition leading to lower prices. 
A central question to be addressed is whom these centres represent and belong to. While 
many claim to exist to ‘serve the community’ almost all malls and centres are private 
property and the community of shoppers has few, if any rights compared with the 
conventional high street, which is a public thoroughfare. This permits the management of the 
centres through their own private security staff, to observe, follow, eject and refuse further 
admission to anyone considered to be ‘undesirable’. What is different about the newest 
shopping centres is the routine use of increasingly sophisticated CCTV surveillance 
equipment to observe and record, for later evidential and entry restriction use, the movements 
of centre visitors. 
It was the video evidence produced in the Bulger murder case in Liverpool which 
demonstrated the extent to which Britain and other societies, have become societies under 
constant overt and covert surveillance. One would not deny the role of surveillance in helping 
to detect criminal activities. However, much is recorded that is of no legitimate purpose and 
can lead to an abuse of this information gathering, as in the case of a casino in Perth, Western 
Australia (WA), where concealed cameras operated in the female cloakroom, and were 
targeted to capture snapshots of women’s upper torsos for perusal by security staff. 
This may have been the impetus behind the actions of a shopping centre manager in a Perth 
(WA) suburb, who, when faced with an influx of school students one afternoon, took 
photographs without their consent to be used as ‘evidence later’ in police action. As the 
following comment illustrates, the depth of the young people’s ‘crimes’ were heinous indeed: 
Some kids were jumping off seats and ledges and shoving and pushing. While there 
was no violence, there was the threat of it and in case there was legal action later, I 
wanted photographic evidence. You have to see it from our customer’s point of view, 
a big group of loud and boisterous teenagers discourages everyday shoppers. This sort 
of behaviour is not the sort of thing you expect in a shopping centre-I won’t tolerate it 
(The Western Australian, 7 September 1993). 
As many of the young people, angry at this personal intrusion, suspected while their 
considerable spending power is welcomed, their prolonged and assertive occupation of public 
space is not, and these points were made in subsequent local press coverage as areply to what 
had become through myth and distortion ‘a near riot’. 
Elsewhere in Perth, a shopping centre claiming to be the biggest in Australia has a reputation 
for targeting young people for aggressive supervision strategies such as the detention of 
young people in underpass areas to await the arrival of local police to deal with young people 
who ‘have become troublesome’-perhaps due to being penned in illegally and against their 
will? 
While colleagues and young people in the UK often view Australia through the distorting 
prism of soap operas such as Neighbours and Home and Away the social condition of many 
young people is far more complex than a harrowing decision of whether or not to surf today. 
A more pressing consideration is the widespread lack of tolerance of and active support for, 
young people across a diverse range of cultures and geographical areas, which centres on 
their visibility in places of public congregation. 
In Malaysia, the perceived problem of ‘loafing’ (responding to an item in the February 1995 
edition of YPN) is not clearly defined, in Australia the perceived problem is one of the 
general visibility of young people, unwelcome to some shopping centre management and 
centre users. 
Rob White tackled some of these issues in his 1990 book entitled No Space of Their Own-
Young People and Social Control in Australia. White argues that young people’s occupation 
of both public and private space is a struggle between the young people and other 
representatives of authority, in the form of parents, neighbours, police and retail traders: 
The search for a space of their own is a response on the part of working class young 
people to a society in crisis, one that has forsaken social principles of justice, equality 
and humanity for the benefit of the wealthy and powerful (p.95). 
White (1990) locates the confrontations between police and working class young people as 
the central tableau of action, but the same degree of territorial challenge and conflict exists 
for young people of varying class, culture and ethnic backgrounds, as the overarching issue is 
that of youthfulness and relative powerlessness: 
Young people’s lack of private space, public visibility and occupation of public space 
all contribute to high levels of police contact. However, the extent to which police use 
intimidation, violence, search (especially strip-search) in public places, and the 
disproportionate level of attention directed by police at particular groups of young 
people, are neither acceptable nor valid examples of good police practice (p.41). 
White in a more recent article (1992) develops the theme of young people and the ‘crime’ of 
having no space further: 
The targeting of young people as a group warranting police intervention and increased 
surveillance has been marked by sustained ideological campaigns establishing youth 
as “the enemy”. In the context of high levels of youth unemployment and the 
increased visibility of young people in the public sphere, this is hardly surprising, 
especially given the potential for offending that such circumstances generate (p.79). 
And again (1994): 
For many young people, the central logic of the shopping mall-to consume-is 
either not realisable or is not the primary reason for their use of this space. 
Social responses to young people will be shaped by their position as 
consumers, and as producers, in the context of general street life. For example, 
young people who do purchase goods and services, or who exhibit a level of 
affluence which makes them appear as potential customers, are rarely seen as 
problematic from the point of view of business or the police. A certain amount 
of leeway will exist in terms of which kinds of behaviour will be censured. In 
the case of the dispossessed, the obviously poor and visible minority groups, 
their social position is usually mirrored in the suspicion and confrontative 
attitudes of those around them, as various studies and reports have indicated. 
From the point of view of “consumption” these young people are virtually 
“worthless”. They are unable or unwilling to purchase the goods and services 
so tantalisingly displayed (p.27). 
 
Following on from these substantial observations, the essential concerns of this brief article 
are twofold. First, to locate so called anti-social behaviour by young people in public space 
within a context of late twentieth century, globalised, capitalism. It is in this context that 
‘deviant’ actions are those that flout expectations of conspicuous consumption. Second, it is 
essential to identify young people from arrange of backgrounds as subject to methods of 
surveillance and control which are in many respects oppressive, intrusive and of dubious 
validity. These constitute matters of concern to all who work with young people, whether in 
Australia, Britain or Malaysia. 
 
 
Full academic references for this article are available, contact Mike Dee, m.dee@qut.edu.au 
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